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Namibia, and at lower altitudes, as temperatures rise. It cannot establish itself in the cooler south because the rains are not heavy enough.
Animals are generally less vulnerable to changing conditions because they can migrate, but those in fenced reserves could be in trouble. Ecologist Norman Owen-Smith from the University of Witwatersrand, Johannesburg, followed roan antelope, sable antelope, eland and tsessebe in South Africa's Kruger National Park. He found that in two decades they had all declined in number and suggests that this may be because inappropriate responses to reduced rainfall have altered the habitat.
As well as being a conservation concern, changes in biodiversity could directly affect fishing, agriculture and tourism. For example, William Bond, a botanist at the University of Cape Town, has documented an increase in tree cover in the eastern part of South Africa over the past 50 years. More trees are bad for tourism as they make game less visible, and bad for farmers because there is less land for grazing. Bond thinks that increased carbon dioxide levels are causing saplings to grow faster, reducing the amount of time that they are vulnerable to bushfires, although this needs to be tested directly.
And others presented evidence that accessible fish stocks have already dropped by 30% in Lake Tanganyika in Tanzania. John Reynolds from Simon Fraser University in Vancouver, Canada, says reduced rainfall means fewer nutrients reach the surface waters.
In South Africa at least, the government seems to be listening. More than 500 policy-makers attended the meeting, including deputy president Phumzile Mlambo-Ngcuka. South African ministers responsible for environment, energy, agriculture and water each promised to outline proposals to mitigate the effects of climate change. "It was wonderful to see the strong commitments made, " says Reynolds. "The key is to convert these concerns into effective action. "
For African countries with fewer resources and scientists than South Africa, that challenge will be even greater.
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person who comes in for one day, you come to a different conclusion than if you look at people who are living here, " says Gina Solomon of the Natural Resources Defense Council (NRDC), an environmental lobby in Washington DC. Solomon is worried about carcinogens in the soil such as arsenic, which may have leached from building materials, and polycyclic aromatic hydrocarbons, known as PAHs. Such toxins could be present at levels that do not pose a short-term risk, but that far exceed residential standards. "The soil is starting to resemble industrial soil, " she says. "If children are coming back to play in those yards, it is really not OK. "
Another health concern is the mould rampant in people's houses. "The walls are green and purple and black, " says John Pardue, an environmental engineer at Louisiana State University in Baton Rouge. The EPA and other agencies are not testing the mould, saying the priority is simply to get rid of it. But Pardue, Solomon and others are worried that people could be harmed by trying to remove swathes of mould without respirators.
Critics are also upset that the EPA has expressed no opinion on whether it is safe to return to the city, and has said the decision is for local officials to make. "The buck should stop at the desk of the EPA administrator on whether people should return to New Orleans and other affected areas, " says Erik Olsen, senior attorney in the NRDC's health programme.
"The EPA has a duty to protect people from known contamination, " adds Robert Verchick, professor of environmental law at Loyola College, temporarily headquartered in Houston, Texas, and a research scholar at the Center for Progressive Reform. "It is aware that in some places the contamination exceeds its residential and in some cases two-week standards. "
The EPA says it is spreading the word about possible risks through radio announcements, flyers and door-to-door chats. Their website also contains hundreds of air and sediment measurements, although all are presented in the context of short-term exposure.
Earlier this month, the office of the inspector-general at the EPA announced that it will carry out three evaluations of the agency's response to Katrina, one of which will focus on whether good information about safety is being gathered and passed on to the public. ■ Emma Marris "The soil is starting to resemble industrial soil. If children are coming back to play in those yards, it is really not OK. "
